WHAT EXACTLY IS THIS PROCESS?
The emphasi s on critical thinking and nursing has increased in response to the rapidly changing health care environment. Its importance has been underscored in nursing education (O' Sullivan, 1997; Pless, 1993; Videbeck, 1997) . Critical thinking, stated simply, is thinking about thinking. It is megacognition that involves recognizing a problem and using a cognitive process for problem solving. Case (1994) described critical thinking as a process and cognitive skill that functions in identifying and defining problems and opportunities for improvement; generating, examining, and evaluating options; reaching appropriate conclusions, and creating criteria to evaluate decisions.
To employ the critical thinking process, the nurse ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Dr. Kuhar is Assistant Professor of Nursing, Capital University, Columbus, Ohio, and Director of Education, Kuhar Konsultants, Inc., Powell, Ohio. 80 must analyze and criticize a problematic or change situation, reason both inductively and deductively, make inferences, and reach conclusions on the basis of discipline and practice knowledge, and the information at hand (Mayer, 1992) . Paul (1992) defined critical thinking as a rational, disciplined, and self directed thinking process applied to a human concern or domain of knowledge. To engage in critical thinking, the nurse uses a conceptual framework (information, facts, and knowledge) to address a workplace concern to reach an appropriate decision. No model for critical thinking exists. Nurses must develop their own. The result of critical thinking is attaining goals, solving problems, and making decisions. This requires the nurse to have a knowledge base from which to compare and contrast new information. Knowledge is information-more than just facts-acquired through formal and informal education and experiences.
It is imperative to understand that critical thinking is a process and not an outcome. Nurses critically think to resolve a health problem, a system conflict, or inconsistencies in any aspect of the health care arena. A conclusion can be reached, but it is never final. Each conclusion becomes a decision to be challenged, and the process continues . This process adds to professional knowledge and aids in defining the discipline of nursing.
COMPONENTS OF CRITICAL THINKING
The two most important components of critical thinking are identifying and challenging assumptions. For example, occupational and environmental health nurses are aware of possible adverse health effects associated with exposures in the workplace. Material safety data sheets and other sources of information concerning the exposures are available to the nurse. An assumption that the nurse acts upon is that clients, when exposed to a known or potential hazard (biological, chemical, or physical), may develop adverse health effects. The nurse analyzes the exposure/dose-response interaction, compares industrial hygiene data concerning the exposure with threshold limit values, and determines the possible outcomes for the workers. The nurse then must reach a Moore, EdD, MPH, RN, Managing Editor; AAOHN Journal, 6900 Grove Road, Thorofare , NJ 08086; 
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Critical thinking is essential in providing quality nursing care. Understanding the process of critical thinking increases the nurse's efficiency in the skill of problem solving.
Critical thinking is a process and not an outcome.
To employ the critical thinking process, the nurse must analyze and criticize a problematic or change situation , reason , make inferences, and reach conclusions.
The result of critical thinking is attain ing goals, solving problems, and making decisions.
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decision about the safet y of the worker when exposure or possible exposure exists. In doing so, the nurse uses critical thinking. Critical thinking will always acknowledge the importance of the context in which a decision is made. Information may be valid for one situation, but not another. To continue with the previous example, workers may have an exposure to a substance resulting in adverse health for some and not for other s. The exposure could have very different consequences. In understanding this distinction, the nurse is challenging the inherent assumption that exposure may result in adverse health . The critical thinking process continues.
The critical thinker continually explores alternatives. By doing so, new knowledge is born. For example, the critically thinking nurse considers the use of environmental controls-material substitution, personal protective equipment, engineering, and administrative-to provide the desired effect and avoid adverse health interactions. This is an example of reflective skepticism (Brookfield, 1987) , which is inhe rent in the critical thinking process. Reflective skepticism occurs when nurses question their own conclusions. Again, the process continues.
Because critical thinking is a continuing process, a step by step guide cannot be defined . However, factors that support the process include the following: • Categorizing information about the issue, topic , or event grounded in an existing knowledge base and available information. • Using the flexible scientific method, which includes identifying the problem, gathering information, forming a hypothesis, establishing outcomes, making recommendations, and monitoring the effects of the recommendations. • Employing objectivity to minimize the effects of inherent biases. • Evaluating the reliability of information. • Identifying involved individuals/cohorts/departments. • Identifying necessary fiscal resources. • Using effective communication.
All these factors are important. However, the major skill of critical thinkers is the ability to question. It is this action that initiates the critical thinking process and keeps it going.
Critical thinking improves the quality of professional nursing judgments. Each day occupational and environmental health nurses make numerous decisions which have great impact on client health, the health of the working environment, and the "health" of the institution in which they are employed. Many times these decisions must be made in a brief period of time. Effective delivery of occupational and environmental health services demands that the critical thinking process operate efficiently at all times.
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